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Noske, Gustav
By Julian Aulke

Noske, Gustav

German Social Democratic politician

Born 09 July 1868 in Brandenburg an der Havel, Prussia
Died 30 November 1946 in Hanover, Germany

Gustav Noske was a Social Democratic politician and the first politician to be awarded with
military responsibilities. His role as first Reichswehrminister (Reich minister of defense)
during the revolution was controversial and ambivalent. He was known as a convinced
German national social democrat with a ruthless attitude toward violence and the military.
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Early Years and First World War

Gustav Noske (1868-1946) was born to peasant-craftsmen parents. In 1882, he began a four-year
apprenticeship as a basket maker at the Reichsteinische Kinderwagenfabrik, likely influencing his
identification with the labour movement. This was not unproblematic, due to the ruling anti-socialist
legislative power. Early in life, Noske helped to develop a social democratic movement and took a
stand for the renewal of unionization when he consolidated the basket makers’ trade union. He
gained prominence in the labour movement after the so-called Anti-Socialist Law (1890). At the age
of twenty-four, Noske became chairman of the Social Democratic Association in Brandenburg. Later,
he was elected to the Reichstag, where he was considered an expert on naval and army affairs and
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occupied himself with colonial matters. In 1912, he became co-speaker for the naval budget and
advocated for the approval of war loans. He travelled to Belgium in the opening months of the First
World War and defended the conduct of German soldiers against accusations of atrocities.
Subsequently, he visited troops on the front as often as possible, travelling to the Belgian and French
front in 1914, and paying several visits to ships and submarines as well. Though he never served as
a soldier himself, between 1914 and 1916, Noske spent a total of fifteen weeks at the front. He
worked as a war correspondent and recommend war credits.

The Revolution

In November 1918, Noske was ordered to prevent a shipyard workers’ strike in Kiel. After his
election as the spokesman and leader of thousands of sailors, he was appointed chairman of the
Workers and Soldiers Council there, and later, governor of the Kiel sailors. A short time later, on 28
December, Noske became the National Commissioner for army and navy. This period was later
referred to by historians as “the era of Noske” because of the influence he exercised up until the
Kapp Putsch in 1920. Charismatic and powerful, Noske was perceived as a “strong man of his time”
even by his contemporaries.

Noske became a controversial figure at the beginning of 1919 during the January Uprisings. His
support for strong military and violent action earned him the nickname “Bluthund” (bloodhound).
Granted far-reaching powers to suppress the protestors’ occupation of the Vorwérts newspaper
offices, Noske was seen as a counterrevolutionary. Tasked with restoring order in Berlin with the
help of the Freikorps volunteers and additional military support, Noske was able to march into Berlin
with 3,000 men on 11 January. He occupied Moabit and other parts of Berlin and, after the general
strike and riots in the city, he enacted the so-called SchieBbefehl on 9 March, allowing military forces
to carry out summary executions. Over 1,200 people lost their lives during the uprising.

In February, Noske was appointed Reichswehrminister in Philipp Scheidemann’s (1865-1939)
cabinet, but was forced to resign after the Kapp Putsch because of his violent counterrevolutionary
history. His case illustrates a key problem in the young Weimar Republic: on the one hand, officers
from the old military, bolstered by an enormous number of Freikorps troops, gained power over
domestic politics, while on the other, the government failed to recruit armed socialist democratic
workers to restore order.

Late years

In 1920, Noske became governor of the Prussian province of Hanover, and the rest of his political
career was seen as a decline. During and after the National Socialist takeover, Noske was able to
remain in his post until September 1933, and was then dismissed due to the law of the restoration of
the professional civil service.

Noske’s legacy has been highly contested. His critics remembered him as the “bloodhound” or
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“ploodnoske,” lambasting him for his commitment to military action and his role in the murders of
Rosa Luxemburg (1871-1918) and Karl Liebknecht (1871-1919) — it is debated whether Noske
approved of the murders, but it is certain that he aided the protection of the accused after the event.
On the other hand, his supporters continue to argue that he was a strong man and a talented
speaker who protected his country from revolution. Noske died in Hanover in 1946.

Julian Aulke, Georg-August-Universitat Géttingen
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